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IN SOME IMPORTANT WAYS, HOMES HAVE CHANGED 
radically over the last century. In others, emerging patterns of life and 
work are taking us back to a very old model. One thing remains a 
constant, however: home is where the heart is. 

Two of my grandparents were born in 
rural homes in the late nineteenth century. 
In those homes, the family produced its 
own food and clothing. The market and 
the state meant little to them, although 
they did rely on income from the timber 
they cut every winter. The church and the 
community school were their primary 
external resources. Home was the site of 
both production and consumption , and 
the families, while very poor, were 
remarkably self-sufficient. 

All this is very different from the begin
ning of the twenty-first century, when 
most men and women work for wages, 
when family structures have changed rad
ically, and when two-thirds of the popula
tion live in large cities. Many people rarely 
return home, except to sleep. They work, 
eat and play elsewhere, and they shop for 
everything they use. Sti ll , many others are 
migrating back to the home in ways that 
could not have been predicted even ten 
years ago. They work and study and play 
at home. 

In the meantime, most of our policies and 
institutions are based on the postwar con
ception of family and work. A typical fam
ily had a breadwinner who worked out
side the home and a spouse who worked 
at home without pay. The employer could 
.assume that employees arrived at work 
"unencumbered" by family responsibili
ties, and the state assumed that family 
members-women-provided the care. 
These characteristics no longer typify the 
average Canadian family. 

New family structures 
oth of these grandparents came from 

large families with countless cousins, 
aunts and uncles. Many generations lived 

a::::::-._.·n the same home, creating a large net
work of social support. When, for exam
ple, a woman was widowed, _perhaps by 
one of the many accidents on the farm 

in the woods, she was supported by 
extended family (at least until she 

arried again). 

Nowadays the nuclear family (two parents 
and one or two children) is considered the 
norm, although it accounts for only about 
45 per cent of famil ies. Many others live 
alone or are lone parents, members of 
blended fami lies, or childless. And many 
more couples have grown children and an 
"empty nest. " 

Time is now a scarce commodity because 
so many parents work. We have "bean
pole " families spread over four or five 
generations. With only one or two chil
dren in each generation, there are fewer 
people available to provide care for chi l
dren or adults who need extra support. 

Families now contract out part of their 
care-giving responsibilities. Child care, 
home care and long-term care are pur
chased in the market or, to a limited 
extent, provided by the state. But the role 
of the state has been contracting for the 
past ten years. It has shifted more respon
sibility for education costs, health and 
social care back to families. 

Moreover, the inequality of incomes 
among families has increased, for a num
ber of reasons. Two-thi rds of lone parents 
cannot earn enough to support a family. 
Even two parents working for minimum 
wage cannot earn enough to support a 
family of four in most cities. And there is a 
pronounced tendency for marriage to 
reinforce inequality, as professionals marry 
one another while people with limited 
education typically choose partners with 
limited earning capacity. 

The average standard of living is immea
surably higher than it was a hundred years 
ago. But the family today is up against 
serious challenges in balancing work and 
family responsibilities. This stress affects 
all families, with its most severe impacts 
falling on people with low incomes. 

Almost 60 per cent of working people 
reported high levels of conflict between 
their work responsibilities and the other 
parts of their life. This is much higher than 
the 47 per cent who reported work/ life 
stress in 1991. Although this stress affects 
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people in all areas of work, it is highest 
among women in professional jobs. It is 
also high for men and women in other 
types of careers. The pressures on family 
life obviously extend to the children. 
According to a 1999 Statist ics Canada sur
vey, about 570,000 children face emo
tional, behavioural or learning challenges. 
Here, too, children in all income groups 
are affected. 

New patterns of work 
With the growth of the knowledge-based 
economy, many workers are remarkably 
mobile. W ith thei r computers and 
modems, they can work anywhere : at 
home, on airplanes, in hotels. So home is 
again becoming a workplace for many 
Canadians. Yet the technology encour
ages them to work all the time: night and 
day, weekends and weekdays. So the line 
between work and other facets of life has 
blurred. 

The vast majority of Canadians still work 
in industrial, service-sector or office jobs 
that require their presence in the work
place. Working conditions in these jobs 
are extremely varied . Some employers try 
to help their staff to balance the responsi-

bilities of work and life through flexible 
work arrangements, and find that produc
t ivity growth accelerates when there is a 
climate of trust. But most workplaces are 
still hierarchical , w ith rigid hours and work 
ru les. It is not surprising, then , that some 
people retreat to home to work, or even 
drop out of the work force. 

There are few reliable statistics on the 
number of people who telework or work 
at home, but again the pattern of inequal
ity surfaces. Many home-workers are 
highly paid professionals who can work 
independently from home either part- or 
fu ll-time. Others do poorly paid routine 
work at home. They may save themselves 
the costs of commuting and work clothes, 
but the employer is saving even more on 
office space, benefits and other work sup
ports. 

Some parents choose to work at home in 
order to balance the responsibilities of 
work and family. Yet, while they avoid 
costly commuting t ime and make them
selves accessible to their children before 
and after school, they lose out on social 
interaction with colleagues, and often find 
that they are overlooked for promotions 
because "out of sight means out of mind." 

Finally, others are driven to work at home 
because t he physical infrastructure of 
cities is fai ling. In effect, they accept the 
loss of connection to the office and the 
risks to career because the commute is 
unmanageable. 

Liveable cities 
W hat does it take to make the big cities of 
the present day liveable? More than ever, 
the dynamism of our cities is a critical 
source of economic growth . Despite the 
great promise of technology to reduce 
distance, new industries tend to cluster in 
places where suppliers and customers can 

interact, and where the labour force has 
the right skills. The cultural diversity of 
cit ies and their high concentration of 
learning institut ions act as magnets that 
attract "ideas people" and knowledge
based workers. 

The spatial dimension of where we live 
and work is central to the quality of life. 
When traditional industrial jobs move 
from the city-centre to the suburbs, work
ers must commute long distances. If they 
cannot find effect ive public t ransit, they 
may be stranded, unable to find a job. 

These people are forced to live where 
they can find affordable housing. And th is 
factor, coupled w ith the upward pressure 
on the value of urban real estate, can 
push people with low incomes into disad
vantaged neighbourhoods where the 
quality of life is poor. For some, this may 
lead to homelessness. But homeless peo
ple are only the outward sign of stresses 
on housing supply and costs. About half a 
million children are living in families w ith 
housing need (that is, in homes that 
requi re major repairs, have insufficient 
bedrooms, or cost more than 30 per cent 
of household income). 

In the early nineties, federal and provincial 
governments decided to get out of the 
business of supporting the supply of 
housing. They expected the market to 
take over. But private developers do not 
have an incentive to build the smaller, 
efficient units in inner cities required by 
families and individuals with low and 
modest incomes. 

John Myles and colleagues have shown 
that the spatial concentration of low
income groups in one neighbourhood and 
high-income groups in another explains 
much about the extraordinary inequality 
in incomes in large Canadian cities (see 
" Further reading" below). 
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Where do we go from here? 
Clearly, the changing patterns of our lives 
and the shifts in public policy in recent 
decades have conspired to put immense 
pressures on families and to increase the 
inequality of circumstances for Canadians. 
This combination could be devastating. 

Families carry the responsibility for care 
and nurturing, for preparing children and 
youth for learning and then for life. But if 
families are overburdened by their work 
arrangements, and if cities are not provid
ing the transportation, affordable housing 
and neighbourhood stability that families 
need, they may find it impossible to create 
a home that supports human develop
ment. In short, we may be poisoning our 
own future. 

Our lives at home and work have evolved 
to a point so distant from the postwar 
foundation that we need a new paradigm, 
a new set of premises to frame the 
responsibilities of family, market and state 
for the twenty-first century. 

This forces Canadian society to re-exam
ine basic principles: What is the role of the 
employer in helping workers balance work 
and life responsibilities? What is the role of 
the state in helping families manage their 
care-giving responsibilities so that children 
are eager and ready to learn by age six? 
How should the state support the supply 
of affordable housing? What part do fed
eral , provincial and municipal governments 
play in creating liveable cities with high
quality, accessible transportation systems, 
public schools, home care, and other basic 
public services? 

Answers to these questions will determine 
the meaning of home in coming decades. 
Will homes be where we work, study and 
play, as wel l as sleep? And will all 
Canadians have a stable home to go to? 
What is striking in this story is the inter
weaving of family, work, and city. At their 
best, they create a high quality of life for 
Canadians. At their worst, they leave far 
too many people stranded, with no family 
support, no steady work, and no home to 
go home to. 
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Summary 
The form and function of homes are 
changing as Canadians adapt to new 
technologies, new patterns of work, and 
new family structures. Families cannot 
function well without a home. But homes 
cannot function unless they are nested in 
liveable cities and supported in appropri
ate ways by the market and the state. 
Trends in recent decades have made it 
possible for some people to integrate their 
lives by working at home. But too many 
families are overburdened, leading to the 
distinct possibility that we are poisoning 
our own future by failing to establish new 
premises about the relationships between 
work, family, state and the liveability of 
our cities. 

Sommaire 
La forme et la fonction des foyers subissent 
des transformations decoulant de nouve/les 
technologies, de nouve/les methodes de 
travail et de nouve/les structures familiales. 
Une famille sans foyer ne peut fonctionner 
correctement. Un foyer necessite une 
communaute viable et le soutien du 
marche et de l'Etat. Depuis quelque temps, 
ii est possible, pour certaines personnes, 
d'integrer leur travail dans leur foyer en 
travail/ant a la maison. Toutefois, trap de 
families sont debordees et laissent presager 
une deterioration future si nous n'initions 
pas de nouveaux modes d'interaction des 
families, du travail et de l 'autorite et si 
nous n'encourageons pas la viabilite des 
villes. 


